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Tue Kalash Kafirs of Chitral retain the fast 
remnants of the religion and culture of the region 
once called Kafiristan. They live chiefly in 
three remote valleys to the south of the Hindu 
Kush range and on the border between the State 
of Chitral (now part of West Pakistan) and 
Afghanistan. 

As an example of a Kafir valley and the way 
of life there, Bumboret is characteristic. It is 
reached only after a long trek over barren, rugged 
hills or by the crossing of many perilous plank 
bridges and precipitous ledges as you follow the 
ice-blue waters of the river, up from the main 
Chitral valley below. 

When you first see it, Bumboret looks like a 
green lake amidst the parched brown hills, and 
as you descend into it this impression of lush 
fertility gets even stronger. Walking beneath the 
great walnut and chestnut trees and among the 
green corn fields, you see everywhere wild vines, 
fig trees and white mulberries, the sticky, sweet 
fruit of which is used to make a potent local 
spirit. 

Although the influence of Islam has been 
spreading slowly for many years, some of the 
Kafirs still hold to the original pagan Kalash 
faith. In Bumboret there are two good examples 
of the Aandt or temple, several outdoor altars, 
and traditional effigies at the entrance to the 
village and in the amazing graveyard. 

About 40 per cent of the people in Bumboret 
are now Muslim, ant this conversion, once 
accompanied by violence and bloodshed, is today 
a peaceful process even within a family. The 
Mullahs of the valley tave about six converts a 
year and ta Kala: r introduces you to his 

roiher, it is not uncommon for him to add quite 
casually that he is a Maslim. 

“The Kahrs are a Gaedooking people, and 
their origin is the subject of much anthropo- 
logical controversy. Thearmies of Alexander the 
Great certainly passed through the region and it 
is quite possible, as sepposed locally, that this 
might account for someof the mixed blood. Fair 
or red hair occurs quite frequently and is highly 
thought of. One mm in Bumboret, asked 
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whether they had any famous heroes in their 
history, gave the Arabic names for Plato and 
Aristotle! 

Although the people own much of their land 
individually, the actual farming of it seems to be 
done on a communal basis. In summer, large 
groups of Kalash women, looking like monks in 
their brown robes, can be seen working in the 
fields, weeding amongst the young corn shoots. 

The cattle, mainly goats and small cows, are 
driven to the high mountain pastures for the 
summer. As these are on the rather indeter- 
minate Afghan border, the men go armed with 


A. F. Thornton 


75 
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333 Surmounied by a ray af carved 
horses’ heads, this Kalash aitar oyec. 
looks the threshing-floors, Flour from 
ritual offerings has whitened the hole 
and the decorative pattern round it. 
(Below) A Kalasi; Kafir family, The 
wife wears the brown zont’s-hair rol 

und head.jregs decorated with cowrie- 
shells compe ff women of all ages. 
Her husband has on its [anse trousers, 
Shirt and Chifrali hat sees all over 
lhe state; male tribal costume is now 
wern only for ceremonial occasions 
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coflins. 

The Kalirs are noted for their skill in 
building these irrigation channels, on 
uh cagriculture depends, and 
often consulted as experts er parts 
of the country, This native Ski cl 


covers both (he tapping of small streams 
and leading them in hollowed log) across 
valleys und rivers, as well ds extensive 
hemes bringing river whiter many 


{a the Kalash cemetery, life-sized figures 
saroh over the great wooden eofling IH 
whiel end are plueed. Nat very genyo 
has an e but those relatives who can 
afford It have them carved as idealized 
portraits uf the deceased, sliowing any 
wounds or battle scars they may have had, 
(Opposite) The men are showh In thet tid= 
sunal Castine With clubs Gr batile-axes, 
(Right) This effigy and lidless) coffin are 
those ofa woman; bangles and cowrie-shells 
are scaltered among the bones. The coffins 
ave nut buried, and as the graveyard is in 
a boulder-strewn wilderness Isher tich 
spring by a mountain torrent, the graves 
and cfigies are soon thrown into disorder 
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